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ABSTRACT . 

In 2001, a decision by the New York State Supreme Court in a 
landmark school funding case, Campaign for Fiscal Equity (CFE), Inc. v. State 
of New York, declared the current New York state funding system 
unconstitutional and ordered the legislature to replace it with a new cost- 
based system that ensures that every school district has sufficient resources 
to provide the opportunity for a sound basic education for all students. 
Teacher quality has been recognized by educators and by this court decision 
as a vital component of a sound basic education. This volume reviews some 
evidence related to the importance of teacher quality and explores the 
quality of teachers in New York state and New York City. The teacher quality 
problem is particularly acute in New York City, where, in spite of the 
presence of some excellent teachers, there are many teachers who are ill 
prepared and inexperienced. Some of the worst teachers in the state are in 
New York City, and poor and minority students in New York City and other poor 
parts of the state receive the worst teachers. Recruiting and retaining 
quality teachers will require more resources, especially with regard to 
teacher salary, or the city's problems attracting qualified teachers are 
likely to worsen. The CFE v. State- decision confirmed that research supports 
the conclusion that the dismal student performance in New York City and high- 
need areas around the state is in part attributable to the lack of access to 
qualified teachers. (Contains 50 footnotes.) (SLD) 
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Preface 



On January 10, 2001, Justice Leland DeGrasse of the New York State Supreme 
Court issued an unambiguous decision in the landmark school-funding case. Campaign 
for Fiscal Equity (CFE), Inc. v. State of New York, handing a major victory to CFE and 
millions of public school children in New York City and around the state. Justice 
DeGrasse declared the current state school funding system unconstitutional and 
ordered the legislature replace it with a new cost-based system that ensures that every 
school in the state has sufficient resources to provide the opportunity for a sound basic 
education to all its students. 

CFE's historic lawsuit was first filed eight years ago. It charges that, for years, the 
state has underfunded the New York City public schools, and, as a result, denied city 
students their constitutional right to a sound basic education -an education that should 
provide them with the knowledge and skills needed to become productive adults and 
good citizens. The trial in this case lasted seven months. It brought together testimony 
from top education experts from New York and around the country, evidence from 
cutting-edge research on the entire range of relevant education issues, as well as 
exhaustive legal research on similar cases elsewhere in the nation. 



Justice DeGrasse based his decision on evidence put forth at trial from 
comprehensive research on a wide variety of education issues conducted by CFE and 
Simpson Thacher and Bartlett, the Manhattan law firm that served as pro bono co- 
counsel in the case. To make these valuable resources available to the public — to 
educators, policymakers, parents, and researchers — to inform future school reform 
efforts, this series summarizes the probative testimony and research evidence presented 
at the trial. Each report in the series takes on a different aspect of education reform 
covered in CFE v. State. 

This report. Teacher Quality Matters, the fourth in the series, was compiled by 
Jessica Wolff, CFE's Director of Policy Development, and describes the extensive 
evidence that supports investing in teacher quality to ensure student learning. We 
release it just as New York City is about to welcome a new mayor. It will be his job to 
establish the city's priorities in important and difficult times. The evidence presented in 
this report clearly shows that there can be no higher priority for any city's future than 
attracting, supporting, and retaining qualified teachers. In the months and years ahead, 
crucial decisions affecting our futures will likely be faced not just by Mayor Bloomberg 
but also by the citizens of our city and our nation. Now more than ever we must 
remember Franklin D. Roosevelt's words, "Democracy cannot succeed unless those 
who express their choice are prepared to choose wisely. The real safeguard of 
democracy, therefore, is education." 

Michael A. Rebell 
Executive Director and Counsel 
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Introduction 



In 1993, the Campaign for Fiscal Equity, Inc. (CFE), a coalition of advocacy groups, 
school boards, and community organizations, filed suit in the New York State Supreme 
Court charging that the state's system for financing schools denies students in New 
York City the opportunity for a sound basic education. Though the State sought to have 
the case dismissed, Court of Appeals upheld CFE's right to pursue a constitutional 
challenge to the state's education finance system. 

That 1995 decision clarified what should be resolved at trial. The first task set by 
the Court was to define a sound basic education— the educational standard to which the 
state should be held. The next, to prove that the state fails to provide resources 
adequate to offer all students the opportunity to reach that basic level of education. The 
Court of Appeals directed the trial court to evaluate whether New York City students 
are receiving a sound basic education by examining both inputs — resources available in 
the schools, and outputs — measures of student achievement. The Court of Appeals 
provided a template for defining the state's responsibilities here: "children are 
entitled to minimally adequate teaching of reasonably up-to-date basic curricula such as 
reading, writing, mathematics, science, and social studies, by sufficient personnel 
adequately trained to teach those subject areas." 1 

Once in court, CFE presented a case involving dozens of expert witnesses and 
thousands of pages of research evidence during a seven-month long trial that ended in 
July 2000. In January 2001, Justice Leland DeGrasse handed down his decision in the 
case of Campaign for Fiscal Equity v. the State of New York. In an historic ruling, he held 
that "the education provided New York City students is so deficient that it falls below 



1 CFE v. State, 86 N.Y.2d 307, 655 N.E.2d 661, 631 N.Y.S.2d 565 June 15, 1995. 
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the constitutional floor set by the Education Article of the New York State 
Constitution"; he also ruled that "the State school funding system has an adverse and 
disparate impact on minority public school children " 2 



Justice DeGrasse cited ample evidence to support his ruling that the state's current 
finance system does not deliver enough resources to meet the needs of providing all 
New York's students the opportunity to reach the constitutional standard. Among the 
absolute necessities that schools lack, Justice DeGrasse concluded, is a sufficient number 
of qualified teachers. 

It will hardly come as news that New York City's public schools lack enough 
qualified teachers to ensure their students a sound basic education. The magnitude of 
the city's problem has become clear to most observers as dismal teacher-qualification 
statistics circulate, vacancies requiring certified teachers go unfilled, and teachers' union 
contract-negotiation rhetoric on both sides heats up. Though most of the evidence and 
testimony in this report refer to New York City teachers, New York's teacher quality 
problem is not limited to the city. High-need areas around the state have teacher 
quality, recruitment, and retention problems similar to those documented here — and 
equally urgent need to have them solved at the state level. 



As Justice DeGrasse notes, extensive evidence at the CFE trial established that the 
quality of the teachers in a school system, as assessed by objective criteria, directly 
affects the quality of the educational opportunity offered to the students. State 
education department officials, New York City Board of Education superintendents and 
administrators, as well as experts testifying on behalf of both CFE and the State 
resoundingly agreed that good teaching matters. 
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' CFE v. State, 719 N.Y.S. 2d 475 (Supreme Court, New York County, January 9, 2001). 
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Agreed-upon criteria used to measure teacher quality include certification status, 
certification examination scores, years of experience, the quality of the undergraduate 
institution attended by a teacher, and the percentage of teachers with at least a master's 
degree. When examined alone and when compared with teachers elsewhere in New 
York State, according to the above criteria, the New York City public school system 
does not have a sufficient number of qualified teachers for its students. Moreover, the 
least qualified teachers are teaching the most needy New York City students. 



As expert witnesses testified at trial, New York City's inability to hire qualified 
teachers is a direct result of a pay scale that limits teacher salaries to an amount 
significantly below the salaries offered to teachers in the suburban districts with which 
New York City competes. New York City's larger class sizes and inferior working 
conditions further make it impossible to attract enough qualified teachers. New state 
requirements will soon make it more difficult for teachers to become certified — at a time 
when the city is anticipating losing a large number of its most experienced teachers to 
retirement. Available evidence — including the fact that 58 percent of the more than 
8,000 teachers hired during the 1999-2000 school year lacked certification— suggests that 
New York City's problems attracting qualified teachers are increasing and are likely to 
continue to do so in the future unless substantial additional resources are dedicated to 
this issue. 



New York's important and dynamic drive to raise standards, as well as its vital 
obligation to provide all its students with the opportunity for a sound basic education, 
will be thwarted without teachers qualified to bring high standards to all students. To 
meet these goals, this report will show, New York must commit to a significant 
investment of added resources to fund teacher salaries, improve their working 
conditions, and increase teacher professional development, all of which are needed to 
achieve the real improvement in teacher quality needed to give all students a chance to 
meet the state's mandated standards. 
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Teacher Quality Greatly Affects Student Achievement 



Common sense tells us and research confirms that teacher quality, as measured 
by objective criteria like teacher certification, certification exam performance, 
experience, and knowledge of subject matter, affects student learning and achievement. 
This important relationship is reflected in the policies of the New York Regents and the 
state education department; it has been observed by superintendents and by state and 
city officials charged with educating New York's public school students; and it has now 
been recognized by the New York State Supreme Court in Justice Leland DeGrasse's 
decision in the landmark school funding lawsuit. Campaign for Fiscal Equity v. the State of 
New York. 



In New York State, teacher quality and districts' abilities to staff schools with 
sufficient qualified teachers are now even more important. As the state has raised its 
expectations, standards, and requirements for student achievement, and as schools raise 
the stakes for meeting them, students more than ever depend on qualified teachers for 
their academic success and future prospects. 



Education leaders, business leaders, and government officials from all over the 
nation have recognized the link between teacher quality and student achievement. 1 As 
Governor Pataki's 2000-01 Executive Budget states: "Teachers represent a key 
ingredient in effecting improved educational performance. Without an adequate supply 
of qualified teachers, our schools will have difficulty meeting the new higher learning 



1 National Education Summit, 1999 Action Statement, October 1, 1999, pp. 1-3. 
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standards." 2 Former state education commissioner Dr. Thomas Sobol testified at the 
CFE trial that a "child's success or lack of it in learning is probably more dependent . . . 
than anything else on how well-trained and effective teachers are." 3 



A New York State Education Department study on the importance of teachers' 
characteristics in student performance, which controlled for socioeconomic status and 
race, concluded: "[TJeacher qualifications such as experience, certification, and 
education do significantly influence learning as measured by the grade 3 PEP reading 
test." 4 At the trial of CFE v. State, Dr. Ronald Ferguson of the Kennedy School of 
Government at Harvard University, a nationally recognized urban education expert, 
testified that numerous academic studies support the conclusion that "the more 
proficient teachers are in their own academic skills, [the] better their ability to transmit 
that knowledge to students and to help students to reach higher levels of 
achievement." 5 



General dissatisfaction with the quality of New York State (and specifically New 
York City) teachers, as well as the recognition of the need to enable them to teach the 
new Learning Standards, led the Regents in 1996 to create the Regents Task Force on 
Teaching. Over a two-year period, the Task Force, comprised of members of the Board 
of Regents, considered voluminous research and other information and met with 
hundreds of members of the New York State educational community. Its work 
culminated in its July 1998 report, which concludes that (1) New York State "does not 
attract and keep enough of the best teachers where they are needed most," (2) "[n]ot 
enough teachers leave college prepared to ensure that New York's students reach 
higher standards," (3) "[n]ot enough teachers maintain the knowledge and skills 

2 Governor George Pataki, 2000-2001 Executive Budget, January 1 1, 2000, p. 60. 

3 Trial testimony, CFE v. State, Sobol, pp. 1804:20-1805:3 

New York State Education Department, New York: The State of Learning. Report to the Governor and Legislature 

on the Educational Status of the State’s Schools, February 1994, p. 54. 
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